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Andrea Yates

Andrea Yates was, and still is, a devoutly religious woman. She did, and still does also suffer from severe depression and could justifiably be called ‘insane’. In fact, that’s what she’s been called by the courts- for having murdered her young family, one by one, in one of the most shocking criminal cases in recent American history.

Her crime was drowning each of her five children over the course of just one hour, before laying them down in bed as if to sleep. She was initially found guilty of murder, but her charge was changed at her retrial to innocent by reason of insanity. She was then committed to North Texas State Hospital, a high-security facility, and finally to a low security state mental hospital where she remains to this day.

The reason why Andrea chose to kill her children stemmed from her insanity, but expressed itself through her religion. Andrea had always been devout, but had been inspired by her religion and her delusions that her children had been inhabited by demons. It was this that had led her to kill her children on that fateful day.

Andrea Yates’ background

Andrea was born July 2nd, 1964, and lived in Houston, Texas during her childhood. She was the youngest sibling from a total of five, and born to Irish and German immigrants. Her friends say that she has suffered from depression since at least her late teenage years, although there were no signs of what would happen because of her mental illness later in life.

By all accounts, she was successful at school, and graduated as class valedictorian from Milby High School 35 years ago, in 1982. She quickly found a job through a two year long nursing program, and went on to work at a University of Texas cancer center for eight years, until 1994. It was during this time that Andrea met Rusty, her husband to be; they met when they were both 25 years old, and living in the same apartment block. Rusty would later recount how they met to the judge and jury, and say how he had no idea how the woman he had met that day could have become the woman in front of him then.

Andrea and Rusty were quickly married, and just as quickly decided to have as many children as God would allow. By 1999, the couple had just had their fourth child, Luke. Their others were named Noah, John, Paul and Luke. A year later, they would have their first girl- Mary. But far from enjoying their blessings, as most families would, Rusty began to notice that Andrea had become depressed.

From 1999 until the murders, which took place in 2001, Andrea showed signs of severe postpartum depression and dreadful delusions. One day in June 1999, Rusty came home to find that his wife had attempted suicide by an overdose of pills. He had come home just in time, and took her to the hospital, where she was prescribed a course of anti-depressants. But this was just the beginning of a downward spiral.

Not long afterwards, Andrea threatened suicide again- this time holding a knife to her own neck, and begging her husband to let her die. Rusty once more took her to the hospital, where she was prescribed the anti-psychotic medication Haldol. She did appear to be getting better for a while, and the family moved to their first house (they had previously been living in a small motor home). 

But just a month after her first episode, Andrea suffered a complete breakdown. This time, she attempted suicide twice, whereupon she was finally diagnosed with postpartum psychosis by her psychiatrist, Dr. Eileen Starbranch. Starbranch appeared in court after the murders, and testified that she had encouraged the couple not to have any more children since it would effectively guarantee similar psychotic episodes in the future; but the pair did not want to listen, and conceived their final child (Mary) just seven weeks after Andrea was discharged from hospital.

Because of the birth of her new child, Andrea stopped taking her medication. But she nevertheless seemed stable- at least, until the death of her father in March, 2001. It was at this point that she began to truly circle the drain. She stopped feeding Mary, began to self-harm and spent the majority of each day reading the Bible and doing little else. It got to the point where she required hospitalization, but upon her release it seemed that nothing could rouse her from her psychotic state.

It was then that Andrea first began to seriously consider killing her own children. In May, she drew a bath- just like she would a month later- with the intent of killing them. She even confessed this to her husband Rusty, who of course took her back to her doctor, Dr. Mohammed Saeed; but Dr. Saeed concluded that she had drawn the bath to drown herself, and didn’t take Rusty’s concerns seriously. Of course, it was on June 20th of that year that she committed her terrible crime.

The killings

From the outside, the family seemed to have been blessed with their children, and seemed happy too. Neither Andrea nor Rusty let on to their friends and neighbors that they were having any difficulties at all. Their children were always neat and well dressed, Rusty worked a steady career job, Andrea was a capable homemaker and home-schooler. But this image was shattered on June 20th, 2001.

According to Andrea herself, in statements she gave to police, she drowned her children one by one in their family bathtub. She stated that she started with her younger sons first, since they were less likely to put up any fight; she then began to drown her daughter, just six months old, when her eldest walked in and asked- ‘What’s wrong with Mary?’

When her eldest, Noah, realised what his mother was doing, he ran. He tried to escape from the family home, but didn’t get far, as Andrea chased and caught him. He was then drowned too, while Mary’s body was still floating next to him in the bathtub. It is hard to imagine anything more horrific.

It was Andrea that called the police, saying that she needed an officer right away- although she wouldn’t say why. When the police officers did arrive, she immediately confessed: ‘I just killed my kids’. Noah was still in the bathtub, and the other three were arranged in their beds as if they were sleeping, Mary in the arms of one of her brothers. 

Officers found the family dog tied up in the backyard. Rusty later said that when he had left that morning- which was a matter of minutes before Andrea drew a bath to drown her children- the dog had been outside, but not tied up. During the trial it was claimed that Andrea had consciously stopped the dog from being able to do anything about her plans. But whatever the case, she was taken into custody for what seemed like an open and shut charge- of having murdered her children.

Yates was held at Harris County Jail and was placed on suicide watch. At this point, prosecutors were unsure as to whether they wanted to pursue the death penalty or not, or whether they would be successful if they did; although that being said, Harris County is well known for its administration of the death penalty, since they have put a grand total of 62 people to death since 1977. For context, that would place it third compared to a list of entire states, behind only Texas (of which Harris County is a part) and Virginia.

While the prosecution were deliberating, the defense was already certain that they would plead not guilty, on the grounds of Andrea’s psychosis. George Parnham, Yates’ attorney for her defense, claimed that for a month after her arrest it was impossible to talk to Yates at all due to her inability to interact rationally with anybody, even her partner Rusty. 

The Trial

Yates’ case depended on a specific Texas law. In Texas, for a defendant to plead the defense of insanity, they have to be able to prove that they could not tell the difference between right and wrong (at least, at the point in time when the crime was committed). This is perhaps the most stringent check on the use of the insanity defense anywhere in the United States. 

This law meant that even though Yates’ lawyers could bring up her repeated suicide attempts and her repeated psychiatric hospitalization, these facts actually weren’t enough for a successful defense on their own. No matter how ill, and no matter how delusional Yates may have been, if the prosecution could prove that Yates knew what she had been doing was wrong then the courts would have no choice but to sentence her as they would a person in their right mind.

Because of the importance of this element to the case, the prosecution decided to bring in perhaps the most famous psychiatrist practicing today, and no stranger to court cases like these, Dr. Park Dietz. Dietz should be well known to anybody who follows these sorts of cases: he gave testimony in the trials of the Unabomber, Susan Smith (who also killed her children through drowning) and John Hinckley, the would-be assassin of Ronald Reagan.

Most famously, Dietz worked on the case of Jeffrey Dahmer, when he successfully convinced the court to find him legally sane. If anybody could convince the jury to convict Andrea as a sane women, the prosecution thought, it would be Dietz. His testimony lasted two days, and was the media highlight of the trial. He gave a Powerpoint presentation to clarify the reasons why, he argued, Andrea should be found guilty as she was legally sane at the time.

During his testimony, the courts showed recorded footage of interviews that Dietz conducted with Andrea. "Before you did it, did you think it was wrong?" Dietz asked.

"No," Andrea replied.

"Why did you not think it wrong?"

Andrea answered, "If I didn't do it, they would be tormented by Satan.”

It almost seems backwards: Andrea’s legal sanity was proven by her delusions. But for the courts of Texas, this proved to be enough. In March, 2002, the jury had little choice but to find her guilty of murder due to the fact that she was legally sane at the time of the crimes according to Texas law, rightly or wrongly. The
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